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Tailoring  Conservation  Research  to  Fit  the  Needs 
of  Farm  Planning 

By  Neil  W.  Johnson  \j 

Research  attempting  to  measure  the  effect  of  a  soil  conser- 
vation program  on  the  organization  and  income  of  individual  farmers 
has  "been  established  on  51  project  areas  in  17  States.     These  have 
now  "been  operating  for  periods  varying  from  a  few  months  to  5 
•"■ears.    While  many  of  the  effects  will  manifest  themselves  only 
gradually,  it  has  n roved  difficult  to  present  even  the  more  obvious 
and  immediate  changes  in  ways  that  would  "be  helpful  to  farmers  and 
to  technical  workers  in  farm  planning. 

Major  dependence  to  date  has  "been  placed  on  farm-business 
survey  records  and  farm-account  "books,  the  records  being  taken  both 
from  cooperators  and  noncooperators  in  the  conservation  program  2/ * 
The  paucity  of  immediately  useful  results  has  caused  distrust,  if 
not  condemnation,  of  farm  account?  and  surveys  as  methods  suitable 
for  obtaining  the  desired  information. 

Many  of  the  elements  of  farm  organization  and  operation  that 
would  be  needed  in  any  thoroughgoing  analysis  can,  however,  be  ob- 
tained, through  the  medium  of  "farm  accounts  or  farm  surveys.  Empha- 
sis of  Late,  therefore,  has  been  directed  toward  supplementing  the 
farm-account  record  with  information  that  ■  ould  permit  a  sharper 
focus  on  conservation  problems.    A  largo  number  of  the  States  have 

if  Members  of  the  Washington  staff  of  the  Soil  Conservation  Service 
Operations  and  Research  Divisions  have  reviewed  this  article  and 
contributed  helpful  suggestions. 

2j  See  p.  18,  Bureau  of  Agrici.il tural  Economics,  mimeogranh,  March 

19U0,  Analysis  of  the  Present  Program  of  Research  in  the  Economics 
of  Soil  Conservation  and  Suggestions  for  its  Improvement,  by  the 
author. 


modified  the  f arm-account  "book  to  include  records  of  feed  distrib- 
ution and  pasture  management,  to  show  cropping  systems  and  land 
uses  more  fully,  etc.     One  State  has  issued  a  supnlemental  "booklet 
that  has  considerable  merit  in  farm  -planning:  3/      Additional  infor- 
mation has  "been  obtained  in  some  States  on  farmer  attitudes  toward 
various  abases  of  the  conservation  program,  and  others  have  given 
esuecial  attention  to  segmental  studies,   such  as  the  effect  of  the 
changed  system  of  farming  on  the  amount  and  distribution  of  labor, 
on  capital  investments,  and  on  croa  and  livestock  production. 

While  these  exploratory  approaches  have  value  they  do  not 
offer  a  complete  solution  to  those  concerned  with  making  the  result 
of  research  more  useful  to  farmers  and  members  of  the  Soil  Conserva 
tion  Service  Operations  personnel  who  assist  in  reclaiming  farms. 
Perhaps  we  need  to  focus  the  spotlight  on  the  question, "How  can 
we  analyze  our  present  records  in  ways  that  will  be  more  useful?" 

Examination  of  many  of  the  preliminary  research  -publications 
to  date  reveals  that  discussions  have  been  pretty  largely  couched 
in  terms  of  the  ave rage  farm,  the  least  profitable  or  the  most 
profitable  .  the  coo'oerator  or  the  none  pope  rat  or  ♦     Is  the  farm 
planning  of  the  One rat ions  staff  separated  into  these  groups?  The 
answer  quite  obviously  is  "No".    What  then  are  the  groupings  into 
which  farms  can  be  senara ted  for  conservation  planning?     If  there 
are  no  grouus,  is  each  f-.rm  a  law  unto  itself? 

3/ Cunningham ,  J ohns ton ,  and  Mo she r  -  Planning  the  Farm  Pusiness, 
Univ.  of  Illinois,  1939. 
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There  can  "be  little  dpubt  that  each  farm  exhibits  peculiar- 
ities  in  economic 4  physical,  and  managerial  aspects  which  set  it 
apart  from  all  others.    However,  these  differences  from  farm  to  farm 
do  not  have  equal  significance.    Farms  in  one  grout)  may  "be  suffic- 
iently alike  to  respond  in  general  to  the  same  sort  of  conservation 
treatment,  while  another  group  may  reauire  a  wholly  different  kind 
of  adjustment.     The  conservation  urogram  is  not  likely  to  effect  a 
dairy  farm  and  a  cash-grain  farm  in  the  jfame  way  -  similarly  the 
impact  of  the  program  is  pretty  likely  to  differ  on  large  farms  and 
on  small  farms  even  within  the  same  farm  type.     In  many  areas,  certain 
physical  differences  will  bulk  large,  such  as  the  location  of  farms 
on  "bottom  lands  contrasted  with  those  on  upland  soils.     The  Ooerations 
staff  then,  is  confronted  not  with  the  urohlems  of  the  average  farm 
"but  with  those  of  specific  tyjaes  and  sizes  o_f  farms  operating  under 
certain  definite  physical  conditions. 

The  job  of  mentally  cataloging  the  differences  "between  farms 
in  any  area  and  the  determination  of  broad  generalized  categories 
within  which  farms  may  be  classified  for  purposes  of  studying  common 
problems  in  conservation  planning  is  one  requiring  a  good  understand- 
ing of  the  agriculture  in  an  area  and  the  exercise  of  a  considerable 
degree  of  judgment  and  common  sense.    The  success  of  both  research 
and  planning  programs  may  well  hinge  upon  this  point. 

The  central  theme  of  this  article  might  well  be  presented 
as  follows  -  The  results  of  economic  research  will  be  useful  in 
f arm  planning  only  when  expressed  in  tcT.s  of  the  si.-'nif icant  farm 
grouo s_ with  which  those  concerned  with  farm  planning  must  work. 
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When  these  significant  groups  hr\ve  "been  determined,  research  infor~ 
mation  might  well  he  issued  in  a  series  of  handbooks  -  each  of  which 
would  focus  on  the  problems  and  provide  the  data  needed  for  planning 
a  single  group  of  farms.    Those  handbooks  might  be  visualized  under 
some  such  titles  as,  "Problems  in  Planning  for  Conservation  on 
(Small  Corn-Kog)  Farms  in  Illinois1' ,  "Problems  in  Planning  for 
Conservation  on  (Large  Dairy)  Farms  in  Wisconsin",  or  "Problems  in 
Planning  for  Conservation  on  (Wheat  Farms  in  the  Big  Bend  Area)  of 
Washington".     Parentheses  have  been  used  to  enclose  the  -portions  of 
the  above  titles  that  limit  the  treatment  to  the  group  of  farms 
having  similar  characteristics.    Undoubtedly  the  Operations  personnel 
of  the  Soil  Conservation  Service  should  work  with  the  Research  per- 
sonnel in  determining  what  groups  of  farms  can  be  studied  to  best 
advantage. 

The  content  of  these  handbooks  might  be  divided  into  three 
major  sections,   (l)  General  statement  of  the  problems,   (2)  Illustra- 
tive case  or  problem  farms,  and  (3)  Input-output  data  applying 
specifically  to  the  group  of  farms  discussed. 

Cardinal  principles  in  the  preparation  of  these  handbooks 
would  be  that  they  be  kept  both  brief  and  readable .     Within  these  limits 
the  content  of  the  three  major  sections  might  be  somewhat  as  follows. 

General  statement  of  the  problems.  -  This  section  would  give 
a  general  idea  of  how  these  farms  are  organized  a.nd  operated  -  it 
would  tell  some  thin-'1'  about  the  kind  of  ores  ion  problems  they  face  - 
it  would  describe  briefly  the  nature  of  the  erosion-control  program 
that  will  be  applied.     It  would  discuss  briefly  how  the  urogram  is 
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likely  to  affect  this  particular  group  of  farms,  "both  from  the 
short-run  and  the  long-term  viewpoints.    What  will  "be  required  for 
new  capital  outlays?    How  ■'.•'ill  th(   farm-lahor  supnly  "be  affected? 
Will  operating  expenses  change ?    What  rill  "be  the  effect  on  crop 
and  livestock  production?    Ho:/  will  income  "be  affected? 

Quantitative  data  would  "be  supplied  from  statistical  analyses 
of  farm-account  records  and  supplemental  data,  all,  of  course,  apply- 
ing to  this  particular  group  of  fa rms .     However,  the:  value  of  qual- 
itative material  should  not  "be  overlooked.     Indeed  the  prime  objective 
of  this  section  would  "be  to  give  a  "better  understanding  of  what  the 
conservation  program  means  now  and  is  likely  to  mean  to  farms  of  this 
specific  group. 

Some  of  the  more  common  exceptions  to  the  general  principles 
discussed  above  should  "be  pointed  out  for  the  "benefit  of  those  con- 
cerned with  farm  planning.     These  might  be  caused  "by  unusual  situa- 
tions with  respect  to  managerial  ability  or  by  extremes  in  the  amount 
of  family  labor  available.     It  is  conceivable  that  large  additions 
of  high-quality  forage  might  mean  merely  a  shift  in  farming  intensity 
under  some  situations  while  in  others  the  type  of  farming  itself 
might  \mdergo  radical  changes. 

Illustrative  ca^e  or  ^robL'-m  f--rms.  -  This  section  would 
visualize  the  way  in  which  the  general  statements  in  the  previous 
section  work  when  applied  to  individual  farms.    These  case  farms 
need  not  necessarily  be  outstanding  ex:  nroles  of  the  maximum  achieve- 
ment in  erosion  control.        The  latter  may  be  so  .unusual  that  they 
give  the  wrong  impression  of  what  is  likely  to  be  accomplished  by 
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the  "average  farmer11  on  the  "average  farm".    Possibly  "better  term- 
inology  would  he  to  call  them  "problem  farms"  since  the  effort  in 
each  instance  would  he  to  visualize  a  certain  set  of  problems  common 
to  a  certain  group  of  farms  that  must  he  dealt  with  in  planning . 

The  case  abroach  is  most  effective  when  the  research  inves- 
tigator has  a  much  greater  familiarity  with  the  farm  than  is  usually 
nhtained  through  talcing  farm-survey  or  farm-account  records.  Its 
usefulness  defends  on  the  ability  to  tell  an  intimate  story  of  the 
problems  encountered  on  a  certain  representative  farm,  not  only  at 
seedtime  and  harvest  hut  at  other  crucial  periods  throughout  the 
year. 

The  treatment  should  not  he  confined  entirely  to  dollar  and 
cents  relationships.     Certain  problems  the  farmer  encountered  in 
adapting  old  equipment  and  methods  to  new  practices  under  a  changed 
system  of  farming,  ways  he  may  have  devised  for  pasturing  land  in 
strips,  changes  in  feeding  practices  ho  found  desirahle,  his  attitude 
toward  the  program  When  it  was  ^irst  installed  and  what  he  thinks  of 
it  now  -  these  all  have  value  in  aiding  farmers  under  similar  con- 
ditions to  make  the  shift  as  smoothly  as  possible. 

The  number  of  problem— farm  illustrations  used  will,,  of  course, 
depend  on  the  diversity  of  significant  "type"  situations  likely  to 
be  encountered  by  the  farm  planner.     In  the  interest  of  brevity,  it 
will  usually  be  best  to  set  up  onlv  a  limited  number  of  cases  that 
illustrate  quite  strikingly  different  conditions.    Minor  variations 
can  best  be  handled  by  discussing  them  in  connection  with  the  case 
to  which  they  are  most  closely  related,    A  major  objective  of  the  case  or 
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problem- farm  approach  would  "be  to  demonstrate  that  the  conservation 
program  does  not  mean  the  same  thing  to  all  farms ,  even  within  the 
same  farm  type. 

Input-output  data  applying  specifically  to  this  group  of 
farms .  -  In  estimating  the  probable  future  consequences  of  shifting 
to  soil— conserving  systems  of  farming  on  any  farm  it  is  necessar:/ 
to  know  -rhat  additional  investments  are  necessary  -  how  the  amount 
and  distribution  of  labor  will  be  affected  -  what  changes  are  likely 
to  occur  in  the  volume  of  salable  products,  in  crop  yields,  in 
livestock  production  -  in  other  -ords,  what  new  inputs  must  be  con- 
tributed to  the  farm  plant  and  what  changes  in  output  can  be  expected? 
These  factors,  when  balanced  against  th->  probable  future  trend  in 
farm  prices,  permit  some  idea  of  future  income  possibilities  as 
contrasted  with  those  of  the  present. 

It  is  obvious  that  the  inputs  needed  to  rehabilitate  a  badly 
eroded  small  cash-crop  farm  may  be  entirelv  different  from  those 
required  on  a  large,  well-managed  dairy  farm  in  the  same  area.  The 
outputs,  or  degree  of  response  to  the  new  program,  may  likewise  be 
entirely  different  and  may  vary  considerably  in  the  time  needed 
before  they  can  be  seen;  hence  the  desirability  of  tabulating  input- 
output  data  from  farm  accounts,  farm  survevs,  or  anv  other  source 
in  such  a.  way  that  it  will  apply  to  a.  specific  group  of  farms  having 
common  problems. 

The  effect  of  conservation  practices  on  crop  yields  and  live- 
stock production  does  not  manifest  itself  immediately  and  all  too 
little  information  is  nor  available  as  a  basis  for  these  physical 
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evaluations.    This  moans,  in  some  instances,  that  only  qualitative 
statements  cm  "bo  made  as  yet,  or  that  onl^'  very  rough  quantitative 
guides  can  be  established  as  to  probable  future  effects.     Until  such 
time  as  more  adequate  data  pre  available,  these  approximations  will 
have  to  serve  as  the  basis  for  planning,     Insofar  as  these  rough 
estimates  are  furnished  by  those  best  qualified  to  make  them  (pro- 
duction specialists  of  various  types),  they  may  still  have  consider- 
able value. 

Input-output  data  need  not  be  confined  entirely  to  those 
derived  from  current  projects  in  the  economics  of  soil  conservation. 
The  researcher  could  perform     valuable;  service  by  assembling  in 
handbook  fashion  the  results  of  other  research,  both  economic  and 
physical  in  nature,  that  will  be  definitely  useful  in  planning  for 
the  particular   ;roua  of  farms  under  study. 

This  process  will  disclose  many  gaps  in  our  present  knowledge, 
but  the  missing  items  -ill  vary  in  relative  importance.  Emphasis 
should  first  be  placed  on  obtaining  the  input-output  data  necessary 
for  those  phases  of  the  farm  business  on  which  farmer  decisions  will 
hinge.     If  the  major  change  involves  a  shift  from  cash  crops  to  hay, 
attention  would  need  to  be  concentrated  on  ineut-outnut  data  for 
hay  and  for  classes  of  livestock  that  might  be  affected. 

The  dearth  of  applicable  input-output  data  emphasizes  the 
desirability  of  further  attention  to  the  "segmental  approach"  in 
research  studies  kj .     In  some  areas  the  adoption  of  contour  strip 

kf  See  p.  17,  Bureau  of  Agricultural  Economics  mimeograph  March  191+0, 
Analysis  of  the  Presort.  Progrrrc  of  Research  in  the  Economics  of 
boil  Conservation  and  Suggestions  for  its  Improvement,  by  the  author. 
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cropping  has  "been  retarded  "because  farmers  failed  to  see  how  strips 
could  "be  pastured  tb  advantage*     In  other  areas  this  difficulty  may- 
have  "been  overcome.     The  study  of  such  small  segments  of  the  prohlem 
may  "be  exceedingly  worthwhile.    One  small  log  can  cause  a  log  jam. 

Soil  Conservation  ohjectives  are  achieved  primarily  through 
(a)  changes  in  land  use  and  (b)  changes  in  practices.  Decisions 
must  "be  reached  on  whether  particular  fields  shall  remain  in  rota- 
tion crops  or  he  devoted  to  pasture  or  to  r-oods.    The  question, 
immediately  arises  as  to  the  relative  inputs  and  outputs  of  these 
alternative  uses  of  the  field.    Applicable  research  data  are,  there- 
fore, needed  as  the  ha.sis  for  this  decision. 

If  it  is  decided  that  a  certain  field  should  remain  in  crops 
what  soil-conserving  "practice  or  comhina tions  of  practices  should  he 
used?    A  five-year  rotation  with  contour  cultivation  or  a  three-year 
rotation  with  terracing  and  strip  cropping  may  he  the  alternatives. 
As  a  "basis  for  this  decision  one  should  know  the  relative  inputs 
and  outputs  of  these  alternatives. 

If,  instead  of  keeping  the  field  in  rotation  crops,  it  is 
decided  to  devote  it  to  pasture,  questions  arise  as  to  tfrfether  it 
should  he  given  a  heavy  application  of  limestone  and  fertilizer 
so  that  high  quality  legumes  may  he  grown  or  whether  smaller  applic- 
ations should  he  made  to  produce  primarily  grasses  and  low  lime- 
requirement  legumes.     Here  again  the  relative  costs  and  returns  of 
these  alternative  methods  of  treatment  are  needed. 

In  preparing  a  handbook  for  a.  particular  group  of  farms, 
data  applicable  to  alternative  uses  of  land  or  practices  should 
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be  included.  Where  physical  information  such  as  the  probable  effect 
of  a  given  practice  on  crop  yields  is  not  available,  it  "becomes  the 
duty  of  the  economist  to  point  out  the  need  for  s\ich  data  as  the  "basis 
for  economic  evaluations,  and  to  enlist  the  cooperation  of  riroduction 
specialists  to  this  end. 

Handhooks  as  visualized  here  cannot  "be  prepared  immediately 
for  all  the  significantly  different  kinds  of  farm  situations  that 
confront  those  working  on  farm  planning  in  a  given  State.  The 
■problem  becomes  one  of  deciding  through  consultation  what  situations 
and  what  areas  should  be  the  subjects  of  the  first  handbooks  -  listing 
others  in  order  of  their  priority. 

This  whole  proposal  offers  nothing  new  or  startling  in  the 
way  of  technioues.     It  merely  combines  methods  with  which  the  re- 
searcher is  already  familiar  in  order  to  permit  a  sharper  focus  on 
the  problems  encovmtered  in  planning  fo^  a  -particular  group  of  farms. 
It  should  have  the  added  value  of  .giving  the  farm  planner  the  results 
of  research  in  a  form  that  he  cm  readily  use  and  in  bringing  him  to 
a  better  realizption  of  the  similarities  and  the  differences  in  the 
problems  confronting  the  farmers  of  my  area  as  they  shift  to  soil- 
conserving  methods  of  farming. 

These  suggestions  represent  a  possible  shift  in  emphasis  in 
only  a  portion  of  the  field  of  research  in  the  economics  of  soil 
conservation  as  applied  to  individual  farms.    They  emphasize  prepar- 
ation  of  available  data  for  use  in  a  prospective  wav  -  in  estimating 
probable  future  results  of  alternative  courses  of  action.  The 
retrospective  phase  -  that  of  year-to-^ear  measurement  of  the  results 
of  a  -program  already  applied  is  another  matter,    3ven  here,  measurement 


within  the  hounds  of  slgnifidrtjit  groups'  of  farms  having  common 
problems  is  much  more  significant  than  discussion  in  terms  of  resul 
of  the  program  as  applied  to  the  average  farm. 

The  most  desirable  procedure  would  he  to  (l)  dot  ermine 
the  significant  groups  for  which  to  plan  changes,  (2)  to  prepare 
the  planning  handhook  for  these  groups,  and  (3)  to  measure  the 
effects  of  the  program  as  subsequently  planned  for  these  same 
groups  of  farms. 


